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History of ESL Pronunciation Teaching
John M. Murphy & Amanda A. Baker
Abstract
This chapter’s review of 150 years in the teaching of pronunciation is organized
around four waves of instructional innovations. The first wave began in the 1850s and
for over three decades prioritized imitative-intuitive ways of teaching. The second wave
(1880s-early 1900s) witnessed the formation of the International Phonetic Association
and the introduction of analytic-linguistic instructional practices. For much of the 20th
century these first two waves vied for teachers’ attention while specialists defined and
illustrated the primary characteristics of English phonology. By the mid-1980s a third
wave emerged which introduced classroom teachers to communicative means of teaching
pronunciation. This third wave was led by specialists in instructional methodology and
resulted in publication of several genres of innovative resource materials. It not until the
mid-1990s, however, that empirical researchers began to explore foundational research
questions designed to support pronunciation teaching, a defining characteristic of the
field’s contemporary fourth wave.
-----------------------------

This chapter tells the story of over 150 years in the teaching of English as a second
language (ESL) pronunciation. It is important to acknowledge at the outset that there is
little direct evidence of pronunciation teaching practices for most of the modern era of
English language teaching (ELT). Prior to the second half of the 20th century, there are
neither video nor audio recordings of pronunciation teachers in action, reflective
journaling appears to have been nonexistent (at least not in any retrievable format), and
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the period’s limited number of classroom research reports tended to focus on areas other
than pronunciation teaching. Available evidence consists of specialist discussions of
language teaching in general and of the teaching of pronunciation. Other sources include
several published histories of ELT (e.g., Howatt & Widdowson, 2004; Kelly, 1969;
Richards & Rodgers, 2001) and periodic reviews of pronunciation teaching (e.g.,
Anderson-Hsieh, 1989; Leather, 1983; Morley, 1991, 1994; Pennington & Richards,
1986; Pourhosein Gilakjani, 2012). Complementing these sources are analyses of
English phonology, studies of the acquisition of second language (L2) phonology, teacher
training materials, and related research reports. Starting in the 1990s, a few research
studies compared the efficacy of different ways of teaching pronunciation (e.g., Couper
2003, 2006; Derwing, Munro & Wiebe 1997, 1998; Macdonald, Yule & Powers, 1994;
Saito, 2007; Saito & Lyster, 2012a). However, it is only since the early 2000s that
researchers have begun to document what typical pronunciation teachers actually do
within classrooms (e.g., Baker 2011a, 2011b, 2014), and even these relatively recent
contributions include a mere handful of classroom-focused reports.
As valuable as such published sources may be, there is little tangible evidence
generated within classrooms of how ESL teachers have been teaching pronunciation
during the past century and a half. One strategy for documenting pronunciation
teaching’s history, therefore, is to infer from published sources what teachers’ likely
classroom practices must have been. While traveling this path, it is worth distinguishing
between published sources related to classroom events from which classroom practices
may be inferred, and the actual classroom behaviors of pronunciation teachers. A close
analysis of historical resources may reveal a reliable history of pronunciation teaching. It
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is also possible, however, that some of the more interesting resources were not all that
widely read, assimilated, and applied by classroom teachers. As in many fields, it takes
time for specialists’ contributions to influence wider audiences.

Before Pronunciation Teaching (1800-1880s)
A consistent theme within the historical record is that prior to the second half of
the 19th century pronunciation received little attention in L2 classrooms. While Kelly
(1969) reports that 3,000 years ago the Sanskrit grammarians of India “had developed a
sophisticated system of phonology” (p. 60) and that educated Greeks of 1,800 years ago
taught intonation and rhythm to adult learners of Greek, contributions made prior to the
19th century were lost over the centuries and failed to influence the modern era.
Reflecting ways of teaching Latin to children and young adults of the 1600s-1800s,
variations of classical methods, which focused on the rigorous study of grammar and
rhetoric, dominated in Europe and the Americas until at least the 1880s (L. G. Kelly,
1969; Howatt & Widdowson, 2004; Richards & Rodgers, 2001). Historians group these
various methods under the label “the Grammar Translation Method” though a version
termed “the Prussian Method” was practiced throughout the United States by the mid1800s (Richards & Rodgers, 2001, p. 5). Teaching methods of the 19th century
prioritized attention to the written language. While learners were expected to be able to
read, understand, and translate literary texts, there was little expectation to speak the
language of study. Historians surmise that during this period L2 teachers were not
focusing learners’ attention on pronunciation at all (see L. G. Kelly, 1969; Howatt &
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Widdowson, 2004) and for most of the 19th century the teaching of pronunciation was
“largely irrelevant” (Celce-Murcia, Brinton, Goodwin, & Griner, 2010, p. 3).
It is would be a mistake, however, to perceive teaching practices of the 1800s as
mere historical curiosities since ways of L2 and foreign language teaching that share
much in common with classical methods are widely practiced in many parts of the world
today (Hu, 2005). In China, for example, such a classical approach might be referred to
as ‘the intensive analysis of grammar’ while in Korea the label ‘grammar/reading-based
approach’ is sometimes used. When pronunciation is taught through such approaches, it
typically involves simple repetition of sounds or words (e.g., Baker, 2011b). It is also
worth keeping in mind that contemporary ways of teaching foreign languages within
secondary schools, colleges, and universities throughout the Americas and many other
parts of the world, as noted by Richards and Rodgers (2001), “often reflect GrammarTranslation principles” and that:
Though it may be true to say that the Grammar-Translation Method is still widely
practiced [today], it has no advocates. It is a method for which there is no theory.
There is no literature that offers a rationale or justification for it or that attempts to
relate it to issues in linguistics, psychology, or educational theory (p. 7).
The First Wave of Pronunciation Teaching: Precursors (1850s-1880s)
Beginning in the 1850s and continuing for the next 30 years, early innovators such as
Berlitz (1882), who was a German immigrant teaching foreign languages in the eastern
United States, Gouin (1880) in France, Marcel (1853) in France, and Predergast (1864) in
England were rejecting and transitioning away from classical approaches. These
specialists in L2 and foreign language teaching were interested in prioritizing speaking
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abilities, although not necessarily pronunciation specifically. The primary innovation
animating their work was to teach learners to converse extemporaneously in the language
of study. Such a shift in instructional priorities may seem modest when viewed from a
21st century perspective, though their contemporaries would have perceived their
proposals as rather odd. The truth is the innovations Marcel, Predergast, and Gouin
championed had limited impact within language classrooms of their era, and failed to
reach beyond specialist circles (Howatt & Widdowson, 2004). This theme of limited
impact with respect to specialists’ innovations is worth noting since it will recur
throughout much of the 150 year period of this review. One of the reasons for lack of
impact is that prior to the late 1880s there was no infrastructure (e.g., professional
associations, annual conferences, serial publications) through which new ideas about
language teaching might have become better known. A consolation is that Marcel,
Predergast and Gouin were academics and their scholarship was known and discussed in
specialist circles, especially in Europe. Though their influence in language classrooms
was minimal at the time, their scholarship helped set the stage for the emergence of a
focus on pronunciation teaching during the next decades. Also, their innovations are
reflected in some of the more widely practiced language teaching methods of 20th century
including the Direct (or Natural) Method (e.g., Sauveur, 1874), Situational Language
Teaching (e.g., Hornby, 1950; Palmer, 1917), the Natural Approach (Terrell, 1977), and
Total Physical Response (Asher, 1965).
In contrast to the modest diffusion of Marcel’s, Predergast’s, and Gouin’s
innovations, Berlitz developed into a business entrepreneur whose focus on teaching
languages for conversational purposes became relatively well known. The first Berlitz
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language school opened in Providence, Rhode Island in 1878 with the Berlitz brand
reaching its peak of popularity about a quarter century later. By 1914, the Berlitz
franchise had expanded to include 200 language schools throughout England, Germany,
and the United States, and as of 2014, there continue to be over 550 Berlitz language
schools in at least 70 countries worldwide. For better or worse, Berlitz schools constitute
part of the legacy of mid-19th century innovators in language teaching. As Howatt and
Widdowson (2004) explain, Berlitz “was not an academic methodologist” but he was “an
excellent systematizer of basic language teaching materials organized on ‘direct method’
lines” (p. 224). Other than prioritizing the spoken language, most of Berlitz’s
innovations (e.g., teachers never translate; only the target language is used in the
classroom; the teacher is always a native speaker who is supposed to interact
enthusiastically with learners) have long been in decline (see Brown, 2007). Along with
direct and spontaneous use of the spoken language in L2 classrooms, the legacy of 1850s1880s innovators includes a style of pronunciation teaching characterized by exposure,
imitation, and mimicry. Following Celce-Murcia et al. (2010), we refer to this first wave
in the history of pronunciation teaching with the label “imitative-intuitive” practice (p.
2).

The Second Wave of Pronunciation Teaching: The Reform Movement (1880s-early
1900s)
A change which brings us a giant step closer to the modern era, and one that resulted
in pronunciation teaching’s considerably more consequential second wave, was the
formation in Paris during the period 1886-1889 of the International Phonetic Association.
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Supported by the work of several prominent European phoneticians (e.g., Paul Passy of
France; Henry Sweet of England; Wilhëlm Vietor of Germany), the association formed in
response to a societal need to transition away from classical approaches due to advances
in transnational travel, migration, and commerce. Passy spearheaded the association’s
creation, Sweet became known as ‘the man who taught phonetics to Europe,’ and
Vietor’s 1882 pamphlet (initially published in German under a pseudonym) titled
Language Teaching Must Start Afresh! was both a catalyst for the association’s formation
and one of the Reform Movement’s seminal manifestos. Among the association’s
earliest and most important contributions was the development circa 1887 of the
International Phonetic Alphabet (IPA). Though Passy published the first phonetic
alphabet of the modern era in 1888, the International Phonetic Association based what
would eventually become known as the International Phonetic Alphabet (IPA) on the
work of Sweet (1880-1881). In admiration of this singular accomplishment, Setter and
Jenkins (2005) observe that the intention of the IPA’s designers was to develop a system
of symbols “capable of representing the full inventory of sounds of all known languages”
and that its continuing impact on the modern era of pronunciation teaching “is attested by
the fact that, over a hundred years later, it is still the universally acknowledged system of
phonetic transcription” (p. 2). In addition to developing the IPA and establishing a
scholarly body charged with its continuing revision, the International Phonetic
Association forged interest in pronunciation teaching through promotion of the following
core principles:
•

The spoken form of a language is primary and should be taught first.

•

The findings of phonetics should be applied in language teaching.
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•

Teachers must have a solid training in phonetics.

•

Learners should be given phonetic training to establish good speech habits.
(As cited by Celce-Murcia et al., 2010, p. 3)

Although the first principle echoes the innovations of the 1850s-1880s, the next three
constitute the association’s clearest break with earlier traditions and opened a modern era
of pronunciation teaching quite different from the past. Propelled by the convergence of
the International Phonetic Association, the four principles the Reform Movement
championed, and the development of the IPA, the late 1880s witnessed the first sustained
application of analytic-linguistic principles to the teaching of pronunciation. The source
of the term ‘analytic-linguistic’ to characterize the Reform Movement’s continuing
impact is the following from Kelly (1969):
The ways of teaching pronunciation fall into two groups: intuitive and analytical.
The first group [i.e., intuitive] depends on unaided imitation of models; the
second [i.e., analytic] reinforces this natural ability by explaining to the pupil the
phonetic basis of what he [sic] is to do (p. 61).
Celce-Murcia et al. (2010) offer a fuller definition of what analytic-linguistic approaches
to pronunciation teaching entail. Although their definition reflects the spirit; it probably
extends beyond what late 19th century reformers originally envisioned:
An Analytic-Linguistic Approach . . . utilizes information and tools such as a
phonetic alphabet, articulatory descriptions, charts of the vocal apparatus,
contrastive information, and other aids to supplement listening, imitation, and
production. It explicitly informs the learner of and focuses attention on the
sounds and rhythms of the target language. This approach was developed [in the
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late 19th century] to complement rather than to replace the Intuitive-Imitative
Approach [e.g., Direct Method appeals to mimicry, imitation], aspects of which
were typically incorporated into the practice phase of a typical analytic-linguistic
language lesson. (Celce-Murcia et al., 2010, p. 2)
Beginning in the 1890s and continuing throughout the first half of the 20th century,
increasing numbers of language teachers explored and applied the International Phonetic
Association’s four core principles along with an evolving set of the analytic-linguistic
instructional techniques for teaching pronunciation. Viewed from a historical
perspective, this introduction of analytic-linguistic instructional practices signaled the
formation of a ‘second wave’ in the history of ESL pronunciation teaching. The ebb and
flow of this second wave would continue for most of the 20th century. Additional
legacies of the International Phonetic Association are that it established a journal and
sponsored regular meetings which were popular with both linguists and language
teachers. In effect, as of the 1890s an infrastructure to support the expansion of
pronunciation teaching had been born.
Reform Movement Innovations (1888-1910)
•

Findings of phonetics were applied to language teaching and teacher training;

•

Formation of pronunciation teaching’s second wave through the use of analyticlinguistic instructional techniques;

•

The IPA chart served as a classroom tool for teaching pronunciation;

•

Instruction focused explicitly on sound segments (consonants and vowels);

•

Learners listen to language samples first before seeing written forms;
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•

In the movement’s first decade, teachers tended to provide phonetic information
in great detail;

•

Later, teachers realized learners could easily become overwhelmed and a focus on
phonemic (broader, less detailed) rather than strictly phonetic information became
the norm;

•

First wave classroom techniques of mimicry and imitation continued; second
wave incorporation of phonemic/phonetic information was used to support
mimicry and imitation;

•

Learners were guided to listen carefully before trying to imitate;

•

As one way of practicing problematic vowel phonemes, ESL learners might be
taught to say quickly and repeatedly two vowel sounds that are near, though not
immediately adjacent to, each other on the English phonemic vowel chart. As a
practice sequence of rapid repetitions of the two sounds continued the teacher
would aim to “harness human laziness” until learners eventually began to produce
an intermediate sound located between the two sounds initially introduced (Kelly,
1969, p. 66);

•

To raise phonological awareness, ESL students might be asked to pronounce a
sentence from their L1 as if a strongly accented native speaker of English were
saying it. The intention was to increase learner awareness of pronunciation
differences across languages;

•

Similarly, to illustrate pronunciation characteristics to be avoided an ESL teacher
might pronounce a sentence in English for ESL learners of L1 Spanish
backgrounds as if it were spoken by a heavily accented L1 Spanish speaker of
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English (with Spanish vowels and consonants). Later, the teacher would be able
to “refer to this sentence now and again in speaking of the single sounds, as it will
serve to warn the students against the kind of mistakes that they themselves are to
avoid” (Jespersen, 1904, p. 154);
•

Learners were taught to say sentences while mouthing words, consonants, and
vowels in an exaggeratedly slow manner. The purpose was to use slow motion
speaking as a way of “minimizing interference from the native phonemes and
phonological systems” (Kelly, 1969, 66);

•

For difficulties with consonant clusters in word final position, an ESL teacher
might provide L1 Spanish speakers with practice featuring resyllabification
(linking) (i.e., It’s a pencil  It –sa pencil; He’s a friend  He –sa friend). “As
the pupil was made to repeat” such sequences “with increasing speed he [sic]
found that he would remake the clusters without inserting the usual Spanish
supporting vowel” (Kelly, 1969, p. 67).

Converging and Complementary Approaches (1890s-1920s)
The emergence of the Reform Movement did not mean that earlier ways of
teaching pronunciation were disappearing. In fact, a recurring theme of this review is
that two or more orientations toward pronunciation teaching are often in play
concurrently. Some teachers work within one orientation or another while others find
ways of either synthesizing or moving between different orientations. The co-existence
of Intuitive-Imitative and Analytic-Linguistic orientations illustrated this phenomenon at
the start of the 20th century. A similar pattern was repeated later in the century with the
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rise of, for example, the Direct Method, Palmer’s Oral Method (1920s), the AudioLingual Method and Situational Language Teaching (1960s), Cognitive Code learning
(1970s), various designer methods of the 1970s, Communicative Language Teaching
(CLT) (1980s), the 1980s-1990s’ segmental/suprasegmental debate, Task Based
Language Teaching (1990s), etc. The pattern is that each orientation introduces an
underlying theory, garners specialist attention, prompts the development of teaching
practices (and sometimes instructional materials), and informs the work of pronunciation
teachers. While different ways of L2 teaching are, as noted by Hyland (2003) in reference
to L2 writing instruction, “often treated as historically evolving movements, it would be
wrong to see each theory growing out of and replacing the last” (p. 2). It would be more
accurate to describe the different ways of pronunciation teaching witnessed over the past
150 years “as complementary and overlapping perspectives, representing potentially
compatible means of understanding the complex reality” of pronunciation teaching
(Hyland, 2003, p. 2).
Prior to the initial decades of the Reform Movement (1880s-1890s), the Direct
Method had already established roots in the United States and Europe and it continued to
gain in popularity well into the 20th century. Howatt and Widdowson (2004) suggest that
the Direct Method probably reached the zenith of its influence in the years leading up to
World War I (1914-1918). While Direct Method practitioners (e.g., those working within
Berlitz franchise language schools) prioritized the spoken language, they emphasized the
intuitive-imitative orientation of pronunciation teaching’s first wave and were less
interested in providing the degree of explicit phonemic/phonetic information advocated
by Reform Movement enthusiasts. Their reticence is understandable since the
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background of most Direct Method teachers was more likely to have been literature
and/or rhetoric rather than the emerging science of phonetics. The profile of a typical
Berlitz teacher of the early 20th century is also relevant to ELT conditions of the 21st
century in this regard. Although Berlitz teachers were required to be native speakers of
the target language, they were not particularly well trained as either linguists or as
teachers beyond short-term workshops provided by the language schools with which they
were associated. Howatt and Widdowson (2004) explain that most Berlitz teachers were
sojourner adventurer-travelers interested in teaching their native language as a practical
means for supporting themselves while seeing the world. As such, this co-occurrence of
international enthusiasm for both the Direct Method and the Reform Movement during
the initial decades of the 20th century foreshadows what would be a persistent and
continuing theme. As first articulated by Kelly (1969, p. 61) over 40 years ago, the
theme is that intuitive-imitative ways of teaching pronunciation continue to flourish “in
the face of competition from [analytic-linguistic] techniques based on phonetics and
phonology.”
These fundamentally different ways of teaching pronunciation raised two
questions: (1) should teachers only ask students to listen carefully and imitate the
teacher’s pronunciation to the best of their abilities; or, (2) beyond careful listening and
imitating, should the teacher also provide explicit information about phonetics (i.e., how
particular features of the sound system operate)? These questions continue to reverberate
in contemporary ESL classrooms worldwide. To accomplish the latter was one of the
Reform Movement’s expressed purposes. Adoption of Reform Movement principles
called for a shift in ways of conceiving instructional possibilities by requiring teachers to
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have specialized training in how the sound system of English operates. Writing a decade
after the Reform Movement was well underway but voicing a decidedly pre-1880s
perspective, Glauning (1903) suggested that the explicit introduction of information
about phonetics “had no place in the classroom, despite the utility of the discipline [of
phonetics] to the teacher” (cited in Kelly, 1969, p. 61). In contrast, specialists such as
Jesperson (1904) and Breul (1898/1913) believed differently, recommending that “the
use of phonetics […] in the teaching of modern languages must be considered one of the
most important advances in modern pedagogy, because it ensures both considerable
facilitation and an exceedingly large gain in exactness” (Jespersen, 1904, p. 176). As with
many present day ESL teachers, innovators prior to the Reform Movement had not
considered possible facilitative effects of providing language learners with explicit
information about the sounds and rhythms of the target language. Decades later, many
teachers continued (and still continue) to lack sufficient preparation to be able to do so
(see: Foote, Holtby, & Derwing, 2011). While proponents of the Reform Movement
were enthusiastic about prioritizing conversational speech, they went further by
supporting pronunciation teaching through analytic-linguistic descriptions of, information
about, and explicit practice with the sound system being studied. In so doing, they were
forming pronunciation teaching’s more inclusive second wave, one which embraced both
imitative-intuitive and analytic-linguistic ways of teaching pronunciation.
At this point it is important to clarify how the term ‘analytic’ was used in the early
20th century since it differs from how the same term is currently applied in contemporary
discussions of ESL instructional design (e.g., Long & Crookes, 1991). In the context of
the Reform Movement the term ‘analytic’ referred to the role of the classroom teacher
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who had studied the phonological system of the target language, had analyzed its relevant
linguistic characteristics in anticipation of classroom teaching, and provided instruction
in what the teacher considered to be a manageable number of characteristics through
explicit (i.e., deductive, rule-based) instructional procedures. Throughout these various
stages, it was the teacher who was responsible for doing the analyzing of the language
system while, implicitly, learners were expected to re-synthesize (in modern terms) what
had been presented to them in order to apply what they were learning to their own
pronunciation. The featuring of either an analytic-linguistic component or an even
broader analytic-linguistic orientation to pronunciation teaching, along with at least some
attention to imitative-intuitive instructional practices, is reflected in most, though not all,
of the approaches to pronunciation teaching of the 20th century and beyond. However,
an analytic-linguistic orientation complemented by an integration of both imitativeintuitive and analytic-linguistic instructional practices is featured in most of the more
popular pronunciation-dedicated ESL classroom textbooks of the modern era (e.g., Dauer
1993; Gilbert 2012a, 2012b; Grant, 2007, 2010).
A Period of Consolidation (1920s-1950s)
The four decades between the time of the Direct Method’s greatest influence
(circa 1917) and the heydays of the Audiolingual Method (ALM) in North America and
Situational Language Teaching in Great Britain (1960s) offer several lessons. Prior to the
1920s, Reform Movement proponents had already established the importance of
understanding how phonological systems operate. Phoneticians interested in English
were incredibly productive during this period. Starting early in the 1900s they were
documenting its major phonological elements with impressive detail (e.g., Bell, 1906;
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Palmer, 1924). By the early 1940s, specialists had provided detailed descriptions of
native English speaker (NES) pronunciation including most of its segmental and
suprasegmental elements. Kenneth Pike (1945), for example, was an early innovator who
provided lasting descriptions of the American English intonation system. Pike’s
contribution in this area was celebrated by Bolinger (1947, p. 134) as “the best that has
ever been written on the subject” in order to address a need to teach English
pronunciation. Pike’s identification of a 4-point pitch scale (4 = extra high; 3 = high; 2 =
mid; 1 = low) has retained its currency, with some of the most prominent teacher
guidebooks on pronunciation pedagogy today continuing to use a similar 4-point system
(e.g., Celce-Murcia et al., 2010). Several years later, linguists in the UK developed
similar descriptions of British English intonation (Kingdon, 1958a; O’Connor & Arnold,
1961) and stress (Kingdon, 1958b) which were regarded as excellent texts for language
teachers and learners alike (Pledd, 1960; Wells, 1998).
By the mid 1950s, Abercrombie had published several innovative discussions of
pronunciation teaching (e.g., 1949a, 1949b) which featured prescient discussions of the
role of intelligibility and the use of transcription in ESL classrooms (e.g., Abercrombie,
1956). It is no exaggeration that Abercrombie’s comments on the role of intelligibility,
including the need for its prioritization in pronunciation teaching, resonate with
contemporary themes (e.g., Brazil, 1997; Levis, 1999; Munro & Derwing, 2011). Of
course, specialist descriptions of how the sound system of English operates are
continuously being be fine-tuned (e.g. Leather, 1999; Ladefoged, 2006) but most of the
basic information about the L1 phonology of English was available by the end of the
1940s. The period 1920s-1950s was a time of consolidation focused on documenting
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how the sound system of English operated through research into its linguistic code.
However, with few notable exceptions (e.g., Clarey & Dixson, 1947; Lado, Fries, &
Robinett, 1954; Prator, 1951) less attention was being given to innovations in teaching
practices. During the 1920s-1950s specialists were responding to one of the Reform
Movement’s primary themes: to be able to teach pronunciation language teachers need to
understand how its phonological system operates.
The decade of the 1930s, a period which was straddled by two world wars, is
especially revealing as it coincided with a decline of interest in pronunciation teaching on
both sides of the Atlantic. In the United States, the Coleman Report (1929) sparked a
national initiative to prioritize the teaching of reading in foreign language classrooms. A
similar initiative was also promoted by the British specialist Michael West (e.g.,
1927/1935) whose focus on the teaching of reading and vocabulary impacted many parts
of the British colonial world. In particular, the Coleman Report proposed “reading first”
as an overarching strategy for organizing language instruction along with the principle
that development of a reading ability is “the only realistic objective for learners with only
a limited amount of study time” (Howatt & Widdowson, 2004, p. 268). Though the
Coleman Report focused on the teaching of modern foreign languages and West’s
recommendations focused on English as a foreign language instruction, their respective
influences on the broader field of language education coincided with a period when
innovations beyond pronunciation teaching’s first two waves, were, and would continue
to be, curiously missing and from the scene.
During this same period, scholars began to question notions of ‘standard’ or
‘correct pronunciations’ of English (Kenyon, 1928; McCutcheon, 1939; Wilson, 1937).
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With different English dominant countries and diverse regions of those countries having
widely varying pronunciations spoken by what was referred to at the time as ‘cultivated’
speakers of English, assumptions that a particular standard of English existed began to
decline. As argued by Kenyon (1928, p. 153),
…is it so certain as it is so often assumed to be, that uniformity of speech is a
supremely desirable end? It certainly is not necessary for intelligibility, for those
speakers of the various types of English, - Eastern, Southern, and General
American, Northern and Southern British, and Standard Scottish, - who speak
their own type with distinctive excellence have no difficulty whatever in
understanding one another.
This period, in many ways, represents the origin of more recent trends and advocacy to
‘teach for intelligibility’ among international users of English (e.g., Jenkins, 2000).
Despite these earlier challenges to standard models of pronunciation, for the rest of the
20th century descriptions of native English speaker (NES) phonology continued to serve
as the basis for ‘what’ to teach in most ESL classroom worldwide.

Competing Conceptual Paradigms: 1950-1970s
The 1950s-1970s coincide with a slow rise of attention to innovations in how to
teach pronunciation. One way of discerning the instructional practices of a particular era
is to examine some of the classroom materials that were available and widely used at the
time. This is our strategy for describing some of the innovations during this period. We
begin the section by examining four different versions of a text of considerable historical
interest titled, Manual of American English Pronunciation (MAEP) (Prator, 1951; Prator
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& Robinett 1957, 1972, 1985). The MAEP was a popular ESL coursetext dedicated to
pronunciation teaching used in US colleges and universities as well as other institutions
within the US sphere of influence (e.g., Latin America, the Pacific Rim) for well over 20
years. Though its general structure held constant during this period, the MAEP was
modified several times as its initial author (Clifford Prator) and eventual co-author (Betty
Wallace Robinett) continued to expand and revise it through four editions spanning three
decades. Differences between its various editions reflect some of the substantive changes
in pronunciation teaching between the early 1950s and the mid-1980s. The history of the
MAEP’s revisions is all the more interesting since its 1951 and 1957 editions preceded
the heyday of ALM while its third and fourth editions came after the field had already
begun to experience ALM’s decline. Before continuing with a fuller discussion of the
MAEP, we must first describe the role of pronunciation within ALM to better
contextualize pronunciation teaching during the 1960s-1970s, a controversial period of
conflicting theoretical perspectives.

ALM and Pronunciation Teaching (1960-1975): Conflicting Perspectives
Although the Reform Movement had introduced an analytic-linguistic component
to pronunciation teaching decades earlier, classroom procedures well beyond the first half
of the 20th century continued to follow a lesson sequence of information-transmission
phases in which a teacher may have introduced and explained (teachers did not always do
so) particular features of English phonology (e.g., sound segments) followed by
imitative-intuitive practice opportunities that featured choral and individual repetition,
dialogue practice and other forms of what today would be characterized as teacher-
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controlled speaking opportunities. As ALM (in the United States) and Situational
Language Teaching (in the UK) became widely adopted in the 1960s, imitative-intuitive
practice was especially prominent even if it was occasionally supported by a teacher’s
analytic-linguistic explanations of phonological features. ALM prioritized attention to
spoken forms, though it did so by organizing instruction around oral pattern practice
drills and through the intentional overuse (literally) of repetition, mimicry, and
memorization. As interest in ALM spread, the tide of pronunciation teaching’s first wave
(imitative-intuitive) was once again on the rise worldwide. Concurrent advances in
technology contributed to the spread of ALM since pattern practice with spoken forms
was emphasized both in the classroom and beyond with the support of language
laboratories and, a few years later, portable cassette tape players. Spoken accuracy in
stress, rhythm, and intonation was prioritized through imitative-intuitive practice which
was right in line with theories of Skinnerian Behavioral Psychology upon which ALM
was based. Lamentably, one impact of the heightened international status of ALM during
this period was to divert attention away from other innovations in L2 instruction just
getting under way, including the Audio-Visual Method in France (e.g., CREDIE, 1961),
the Council of Europe’s Threshold Level project initiative (Van Ek, 1973), and
Widdowson’s (1972) early calls to teach language as communication. At a time when
some language instruction specialists were broadening their outlook “and devising new
ways of teaching meaning, the [language] lab [as featured in ALM teaching] appeared to
be perpetuating some of the worst features of [imitative-intuitive] pattern practice”
(Howatt & Widdowson, 2004, p. 319).
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Although the ‘what’ of pronunciation teaching had been coming into its own
during the 1920s-1960s, the quality of instructional strategies in ‘how’ to teach
phonological features stagnated in many classrooms with the rise of ALM. To put it
bluntly, ALM’s influence led to a suppression of analytic-linguistic innovations as well
as a delay in the rise of pronunciation teaching’s subsequent waves. On a more positive
note, there was a short lived flirtation with Cognitive Code learning in the early 1970s, a
popular theory which described language learning as an active mental process rather than
a process of habit formation. Gattegno’s (1963) work with the Silent Way in the 19601970s was premised upon similar themes. Some of the implications of Cognitive Code
learning might have led to more analytic-linguistic styles of pronunciation teaching but
its implications were more often associated with the teaching of grammar. However, the
Cognitive Code perspective resonated with at least some teachers’ interests in pursuing
more analytic-linguistic ways of teaching. Our reason for this brief digression into a
discussion of ALM and its impacts during the 1960s and beyond was to set a fuller
historical context for the role Prator and Robinett’s MAEP would play as a precursor to
what eventually became pronunciation teaching’s ‘third wave’ in the mid-1980s.

Three Innovators of the 1960s-1970s: Clifford H. Prator, Betty Wallace Robinett, and J.
Donald Bowen
Although Prator and Robinett’s MAEP is not representative of ALM instructional
practices, many of the ESL students of the 1960s-1970s who worked with it had probably
completed much of their preceding study of English within ALM-infused classrooms. By
the time of its third edition (1972), most ESL teachers were either well aware of ALM
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instructional practices or were ALM trained themselves. As well as being used in
pronunciation-centered ESL courses, the MAEP served as a resource for teachers who
offered alternative course types (e.g., more broadly focused courses) but who were
interested in including some attention to pronunciation. Its 1985 edition coincided with
an era of nascent attention to communicative styles of pronunciation teaching which
Prator and Robinett both acknowledged (see p. xvi) and attempted to incorporate into the
MAEP’s final version.
Written with advanced-level ESL student readers in mind, the MAEP is filled with
well contextualized information on how the sound system of English operates as well as
(what were at the times of its various editions) state-of-the-art inventories of controlled
and guided practice activities. In a revealing side note, the MAEP also supported ESL
teacher training within MATESOL/Applied Linguistics courses up until the mid 1980s
(Clifford A. Hill, Columbia University, class notes). Since its two earliest editions
predated the advents of ALM, Cognitive Code, and CLT, they offer a revealing look into
what were some of the more innovative ways of teaching pronunciation during the 1950s1970s. When viewed from a contemporary vantage point, the MAEP illustrates post
Reform Movement perspectives, principles, and instructional practices (e.g., explicit
attention to phonetic detail, technical explanations, charts, diagrams, as well as additional
visual and audio supports). Its several editions were informed by over 60 years of
specialist awareness and research into the phonology of English coupled with Reform
Movement recommendations on how to teach it. Naturally, the co-authors’ original
insights played a major role as well. For example, the MAEP’s inclusion and sequencing
of topics were informed by a needs analysis of “several thousand” international students
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attending the University of California, Los Angeles (UCLA) over a three year period (p.
xix). Eventually, the MAEP’s 1985 edition incorporated communicative activities with a
moderate degree of success (though most would be considered dated by today’s
standards), an innovation the co-authors discussed as follows:
The most significant kind of change in the new edition . . . is the result of the
effort we have made . . . to introduce more use of language for real
communicative purposes in the learning activities for students to carry out. The
authors have always shared the belief among teachers that languages cannot really
be learned unless they are used for purposes of [genuine] communication.
Without communicative intent, pronunciation is not true speech; it is no more
than the manipulation of linguistic forms (p. xvi).
The MAEP’s practice exercises incorporated contextual information and cues to
differentiate phonological features including phonemes, thought groups, phonological
processes (e.g., linking, assimilations, palatalization, coalescence), suprasegmentals
(word stress, sentence stress, rhythm), and intonation (e.g, rising-falling, rising,
prominence, affective meaning). Learners were expected to develop a recognition
facility in the use of phonemic symbols, and occasionally were asked to transcribe brief
segments of speech. Though written for intermediate to advanced level ESL readers, its
18 chapters provided learners with extensive technical information on the English
phonological system supported with an abundance of practice opportunities. As such, the
MAEP was a mature illustration of pronunciation teaching’s second wave. Even its less
successful attempts to incorporate communicative activities illustrate that its authors were
anticipating pronunciation teaching’s next wave. With the exception of teacher training
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programs that feature a course dedicated to the teaching of ESL pronunciation, the levels
of comprehensiveness and detail about the sound system of English included in the
MAEP are likely beyond the scope of many ESL teacher preparation courses at the
present time (see Burgess & Spencer, 2000; Foote et al., 2011; Murphy, 1997). The
MAEP’s decades long publication history illustrates the surprisingly high quality of
second wave resources that were starting to be available during the 1950s-1970s. A
limitation is that the MAEP was designed to be used with relatively advanced-level
college and university ESL learners. Though perhaps unintended, an implication was that
attention to pronunciation can be delayed until a higher level of language proficiency has
been attained by university age ESL learners enrolled in pronunciation-centered courses.
This perspective on when and how to focus instruction would be challenged successfully
through the contributions of third wave specialists in ESL pronunciation teaching and
materials developers of the mid-1980s and beyond.

“Bowen’s Technique”
Also active during an era when pronunciation was taught primarily through
intuitive-imitative means, Bowen (1972, 1975) developed a novel set of analyticlinguistic techniques for contextualizing pronunciation teaching “with a classic format
that is still recommended, for example, by Celce-Murcia and Goodwin (1991) who refer
to it as ‘Bowen's Technique’" (Morley, 1991, p, 486). Particularly innovative for its time,
Bowen (1975) was:
. . . not a textbook in the usual sense of the term. But a supplementary manual
designed to help a motivated student . . . intended to be used along with a [more
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broadly focused non-pronunciation ESL] text, preferably in short, regular sessions
that use only five or ten minutes of the class hour (p. x).
The teaching strategies central to Bowen’s work are described in detail by Celce-Murcia
et al. (2010, pp. 9-10 & 147-148). In brief, they involve listening discrimination and
subsequent speaking practice in which minimal pairs are contextualized at the level of
whole sentences while supported by the use of visuals, props, physical gestures and other
supports. A core innovation Bowen introduced was to target minimal pair practice
beyond the level of individual words by embedding phonological contrasts within whole
phrases and sentences. Also, what Bowen defined as a ‘minimal pair’ extended well
beyond consonant and vowel phonemes and embraced an ambitious array of
phonological processes such as word stress, juncture, prominence, and intonation. Like
Prator, Bowen was a second wave innovator from UCLA who published journal articles
and instructional materials during a period when most of his contemporaries were either
teaching pronunciation through imitative-intuitive means, or were not teaching
pronunciation at all. Twenty-four years later Henrichsen, Green, Nishitani, and Bagley
(1999) extended the premises of Bowen’s work with an ESL classroom textbook and
teacher’s manual that contextualize pronunciation practice at even broader discourse
levels (e.g., whole narratives rather than individual sentences). Chela-Flores (1998)
provides another application of Bowen’s innovations to the teaching of rhythm patterns
of spoken English. In sum, innovators such as Prator, Robinett, and Bowen illustrate that
behind the chorus of voices that have been lamenting the demise of ESL pronunciation
teaching since the 1970s, there is a fuller backstory to tell.
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Designer Methods of the 1970s
As reviewed thus far, the professional environment within which ELT takes place
has been inconsistent in support for pronunciation teaching. Following ALM’s decline in
the 1970s, some constituencies (e.g., North American MATESOL programs) seemed
preoccupied for a decade or more with what specialists now refer to as the ‘designer
methods’ of the 1970s. Along with ALM and Cognitive Code instructional models as
previously discussed, these included Counseling-Learning/Community Language
Learning (C-L/CLL), the Silent Way, Suggestopedia, comprehension approaches such as
Total Physical Response (TPR) and the Natural Approach, among others. In some cases,
their ways of teaching pronunciation contrasted wildly from each other and several were
founded on principles reminiscent of debatable values of the past. For example, the
unique and poorly understood nature of teacher modeling of the Silent Way depended
heavily upon an imitative-intuitive approach while its proponents argued that they were
appealing to learners’ analytic abilities to discern linguistic patterns. Suggestopedia
might be characterized as an intuitive-imitative approach on steroids since it anticipated
students’ heightened mental states of ‘superlearning’ through exposure to massive
amounts of scripted spoken discourse. TPR, the Natural Approach, and other
comprehension approaches shared the principle that learners should be provided with
opportunities to demonstrate comprehension while expectations for learners to begin to
speak are delayed. Some of C-L/CLL’s explicit purposes which may be of interest were
to foster an affectively comfortable classroom, learner-centered lessons, learnercontrolled practice opportunities, as well as analytic-linguistic opportunities to focus on
language form (including pronunciation). Eventually, as the field lost interest in designer
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methods fewer teachers learned of some of their possibly useful elements (e.g.,
comprehension approaches’ flooding of the learner with well contextualized spoken
input; C-L/CLL’s learner-controlled procedure for focusing on pronunciation through use
of the ‘human computer’ technique). Following a path charted by Berlitz in the 19th
century, several of the designer methods became business enterprises which by the mid1980s had drifted to the periphery of ESL teaching where they remain today.

The Third Wave: Communicative Styles of Pronunciation Teaching (mid 1980s–1990s)
Along with the final edition of the MAEP, the 1980s witnessed CLT’s
considerable expansion of impact on pronunciation teaching. Emerging from a European
tradition, CLT offers a broad orientation to ways of organizing language instruction
which can be applied flexibly depending upon particular contexts of learning and
learners’ needs. CLT’s adaptable nature stands in sharp contrast to the more rigid
prescriptions and proscriptions of Berlitz-type orientations as well as the various designer
methods of the 1970s. Though CLT principles were well known in specialist circles by
the start of the 1980s, it took several more years for methodologists to begin to apply
them to ESL pronunciation teaching. Those who did so successfully were ushering in
pronunciation teaching’s impactful ‘third wave.’ In 1983, Marianne Celce-Murcia (also
from UCLA) published the first journal article of which we are aware to center on
principles and activity-development guidelines for teaching ESL pronunciation through
communicative means. Appearing soon afterward, Pica’s (1984) journal article featured
similar themes. A few years later, Celce-Murcia’s (1987) subsequent book chapter
followed with an expanded discussion of how to teach pronunciation communicatively.
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Each of these seminal discussions featured a generous number of activity descriptions
illustrating practical ways to implement CLT principles and guidelines as integral
dimensions of pronunciation teaching. It is worth noting that both Celce-Murcia and Pica
were academic researchers who sometimes served as specialists in ESL instructional
methodology. Curiously, the foci of their respective research agendas were areas other
than pronunciation teaching. When writing about the teaching of ESL pronunciation they
were not reporting empirical studies but where donning the hats of instructional
methodologists. There are at least three reasons for proposing that they wore those hats
particularly well. First, each of the three publications mentioned was grounded firmly in
CLT theory and principles. Second, the guidelines presented were easy to understand
and remember, even if teachers who lacked training in English phonology may have
found them challenging to apply. Third, since the illustration activities Celce-Murcia and
Pica provided were straightforward, it was possible for ESL teachers who had requisite
background to test them out in their own classrooms.
Celce-Murcia, Pica, and other early third wave innovators of the 1980s (e.g.,
Acton, 1984; De Bot, 1983; Gilbert, 1978; Morley, 1987; Naiman, 1987; Wong, 1987)
had access to professional associations including AAAL, ACTFL, IATEFL, TESOL, and
regional affiliates. As a consequence, general CLT themes were already familiar to a
growing number of ESL teachers. In contrast to innovators of the 1850s-1880s, by the
1980s a professional infrastructure was in place which featured conventions, serial
publications, newsletters, and less formal networking opportunities. Within a few years,
Celce-Murcia’s (1983, 1987) and Pica’s (1984) innovations were being championed by
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ESL materials developers who would soon publish a succession of innovative
pronunciation-centered classroom textbooks.

The Third Wave’s First Genre of Professional Literature: ESL Classroom Textbooks
(mid 1980s-present)
Actually, it is difficult to determine whether or not classroom teachers and
materials developers beyond the mid-1980s were directly influenced by innovators such
as Celce-Murcia and Pica, or if the impulse to apply CLT principles to the teaching of
pronunciation was part of the zeitgeist of the era. Either way, mid-1980s innovations
serve as a pivotal historical reference point since ESL methodologists were opening a
new path by fusing communicative sensibilities to the imitative-intuitive and analyticlinguistic teaching practices previously established. These innovators inspired three
especially useful genres of resource literature further enhancing pronunciation teaching’s
third wave. The first genre is textbooks intended to be used in pronunciation-centered
ESL courses. Classroom textbooks by Beisbier (1994, 1995), Brazil (1994), Chan
(1987), Dauer (1993), Gilbert (1984), and Grant (1993) were organized around CLT
principles. They were early examples of third wave classroom textbooks that have
continued to grow in number with revised and expanded editions of Gilbert’s and Grant’s
original illustrations (Gilbert, 2012b; Grant, 2010) along with more recent illustrations
such as Cauldwell (2012), Gilbert (2012a), Gorsuch, Meyers, Pickering & Griffee (2012),
Grant (2007), Hahn & Dickerson (1999), Hancock (2003), Hewings (2007), Lane (2005),
Marks (2007), Miller (2006) and Reed and Michaud (2005).

29

30
Of this first genre, Gilbert’s Clear Speech series (including five separate editions
of the original Clear Speech, Clear Speech from the Start, and Speaking Clearly British
edition) has been the most successful and widely used classroom series focused on
teaching ESL pronunciation of the modern era. When asked what were some of the
antecedents to her work on the original Clear Speech (1984), Gilbert explained:
Perhaps my earliest influences were Wallace Chafe [1976] who wrote about the
prosodic concept of New Information/Old Information and then Joan Morley
[1984], who impressed me with the significance of listening comprehension.
[Before writing the first Clear Speech text] I visited J. Donald Bowen [see above]
as he was preparing a draft of Patterns of English Pronunciation (1975). From
Bowen I adapted the idea of ‘minimal sentence pairs,’ as opposed to ‘minimal
word pairs.’ This approach led to my most common form of instructional
practice: student pairs give each other a ‘minimal sentence pair’ choice of
answer. If the speaker gets the wrong answer from the listener, then this provides
immediate feedback of a conversational breakdown (either in production or
listening comprehension).
Gilbert, J. (11/23/2012 personal communication)
The Third Wave’s Second Genre: Activity Recipe Collections (1990s-2012)
A second genre inspired by mid-1980s innovations is activity recipe collections
(ARCs) focused on pronunciation teaching. These are whole books written for ESL
teachers which feature descriptions of many dozens of pronunciation activity prototypes.
The fact that the three earliest illustrations of the genre (Bowen & Marks, 1992; Hancock,
1996; Laroy, 1995) were written by British specialists may be a reflection of CLT’s
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European roots. Their books differ from first genre teaching materials since ARCs are
not classroom textbooks. Rather, ARCs are book-length collections of stand-alone
activities designed as resources for teachers to digest, tailor to their own contexts of
teaching, try out in ESL classrooms, and modify as needed. While ARCs had previously
been established as a teacher resource staple of the field for the teaching of grammar,
reading, spoken fluency, and writing (e.g., Hedge, 1988; Ur, 1988), Bowen and Marks
(1992) is the first ARC dedicated to communicative ways of teaching pronunciation
while Hewings (2004) and J. D. Brown (2012) are the genre’s most recent illustrations.
With the exception of the latter, as well as short sections of Bailey and Savage (1994; see
pp. 199-262), and Nunan and Miller (1995; see pp. 120-150), those currently available
feature British styles of pronunciation.

The Third Wave’s Third Genre: Teacher Preparation Texts (late 1990s-present)
The final decades of the 20th century witnessed another notable advance and with
it a third genre of professional literature: the publication of high quality resource books
dedicated to the preparation of ESL pronunciation teachers. As of 2014, over a dozen
examples of this genre have been published, most notably Celce-Murcia et al. (1996)
(followed by a 2010 revised and expanded edition), Lane (2010), and Rogerson-Revell
(2011). While Celce-Murcia et al. and Lane prioritize patterns of North American
pronunciation, Rogerson-Revell’s is a specifically British text. In contrast, Walker
(2010) focuses not on teaching traditional native-speaker standards of English
pronunciation but the pronunciation of English as a Lingua Franca (ELF). Kenworthy
(1987) merits special attention since it was the first teacher preparation volume of the
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modern era to focus on how to teach ESL pronunciation. Also, its publication coincided
with the centennial anniversary of the birth of the Reform Movement. Other notable
examples include Avery and Ehrlich (1992), Dalton and Seidlhofer (1994), Underhill
(1994), Fraser (2001), Gilbert (2008), G. Kelly (2000), Lane (2010), as well as an early
booklet by Wong (1987) and later booklets by Murphy (2013) and Poedjosoedarmo
(2003). A central feature each of these texts shares is their sustained focus on how to
teach ESL pronunciation, a focus Burgess and Spencer (2000), Burns (2006), Foote,
Holtby, and Derwing (2011), and Murphy (1997) document as lacking in many
contemporary ESL teacher preparation programs. Availability of this very helpful genre
of teacher preparation material is fitting testimony to the efforts of pronunciation teaching
specialists of the preceding 150 years.

Pronunciation Teaching Specialists (1980s-1990s)
In addition to inspiring three new genres of published resources to support ESL
pronunciation teaching, third wave innovators of the mid-1980s also prompted a trend in
the type of specialist who would drive the field of pronunciation teaching for the next two
decades. The trend was that during the 1980s-1990s the most influential authors and
conference presenters on the topic of pronunciation teaching were specialists in
instructional methodology (e.g., William Acton, Donna Brinton, Berta Chela-Flores,
Wayne Dickerson, Suzzane Firth, Judy Gilbert, Janet Goodwin, Joanne Kenworthy,
David Mendelsohn, John Levis, Joan Morley, John Murphy, Neil Naiman, Charles
Parish, Martha Pennington, Jack Richards, Earl Stevick, Rita Wong) and/or materials
developers (e.g., Tim Bowen, Rebecca Dauer, Judy Gilbert, Carolyn Graham, Linda
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Grant, Mark Hancock, Lynn Henrichsen, Martin Hewings, Linda Lane, Clement Laroy,
Jonathan Marks, Sue Miller, Gertrude Orion). Though prominent in the field, these
specialists tended not to be empirical researchers, at least not in connection with the
teaching of pronunciation. Echoing the models of Celce-Murcia and Pica a decade
earlier, some had research agendas focused on areas other than pronunciation teaching.
However, a theme worth highlighting is that pronunciation specialists of the 1980s-1990s
were not conducting empirical investigations on topics such as which dimensions of L2
phonology are more important to teach or how they might be most effectively taught in
language classrooms. For the most part, they were basing their recommendations for
pronunciation teaching on (a) their own familiarity with relevant literatures (i.e., they
were reading widely and synthesizing well), (b) their experiences as teachers of
pronunciation, and (c) their intuitions. While the research base may have been thin, third
wave specialists of the 1980s-1990s were successful in integrating imitative-intuitive,
analytic-linguistic, and communicative means of teaching pronunciation.

Ontogeny of ESL Pronunciation Teaching in the 20th Century
Implicit in the published work of specialists and materials developers of the
1980s-1990s were provisional answers to some essential research questions (e.g., Which
features of English phonology are more important to teach? What is the best sequence
for teaching them? Which teaching strategies and methods of teaching are most
effective?) but there remained little in the way of empirical research to support their
work. This lack of relevant research may reflect the degree of maturation in the field of
ESL pronunciation teaching at the time. Nearly a century before, the Reform Movement
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had given birth to the modern era by establishing pronunciation teaching as a reputable
endeavor and introducing an analytic-linguistic perspective on how to teach. The initial
decades of the 20th century witnessed a period of the field’s early childhood as research
documentation grew concerning how the sound system of English operates along with
concurrent blending of both imitative-intuitive and analytic-linguistic instructional
approaches. The mid 20th century coincided with a period perhaps best characterized as
pronunciation teaching’s adolescence. There were early efforts to increase the proportion
of analytic-linguistic ways of teaching along with tentative efforts to introduce
communicative themes. However, we can also see that advances in pronunciation
teaching experienced a maturational backslide in the 1960s as ALM prioritized the
imitative-intuitive orientation at the expense of what might have been more substantive
innovations. In many parts of the world this stagnation continued throughout the 1970s
as confusion continued over how to respond to the wider field’s embrace of CLT.
Another condition that siphoned attention away from pronunciation teaching during the
1970s-1980s was growing interest in the teaching of L2 reading and L2 writing, a period
when ESL learners faced considerable academic literacy demands. L2 reading and L2
writing scholarship was at center stage for ESL teachers who completed their
professional training throughout the 1980s-1990s. While L2 pronunciation research
lagged behind, L2 reading and L2 writing researchers became some of the field’s most
prominent leaders. The generation of teachers and scholars they trained comprise a large
proportion of today’s ESL teachers, material developers, teacher educators, and
researchers. Some of the impacts of this historical course of events continue to be felt
today. For over two decades, for example, we have had access to a highly respected
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journal dedicated specifically to L2 writing and to several even more established journals
in which L2 reading research dominates. But a journal dedicated to L2 pronunciation, the
Jounral of Second Language Pronunciation, is scheduled to appear for the first time in
2015. The closest comparable serial publication currently available is Speak Out!, a
newsletter of IATEFL’s Pronunciation Special Interest Group. As often happens with
young adults, the teaching of ESL pronunciation from the 1960s through the early 1980s
was experiencing a phase of uncertainty and indecision. By the mid 1980s, however,
third wave methodologists had begun to explore a more mature direction of instructional
possibilities. In the 1990s, this direction was embraced by an even larger number of
specialist writers and materials developers. Fortunately, the quality of their work would
be further enhanced near the start of the 21st century as empirical researchers began to
address a series of unresolved research topics.

A Gap in ESL Pronunciation Teaching (up until the mid-1990s)
Along with the many advances witnessed through the three waves of instructional
innovations described thus far, specialists were not producing primary empirical research
that advanced the quality of pronunciation teaching. Evidence of this lack of empirical
research support may be found in Brown’s (1991) then state-of-the-art edited collection.
Though one chapter is grounded in empirical research (Brown’s own discussion of
functional load), the collection included no other such examples. As Deng et al. (2009)
point out, Brown (1991) lamented in his introduction that “second language
pronunciation research did not receive the degree of attention it merited from
researchers” (p. 1). Eighteen years later, Deng et al. reviewed 14 top tier Applied
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Linguistics journals for the period 1999-2008 and found that “pronunciation is still
underrepresented in the [professional research] literature” (p. 3). It would not be until the
mid-1990s that the work of a small number of empiricists began to fill the gap Brown
(1991) and Deng et al (2009) identified. Research studies by Macdonald, Yule and
Powers (1994), Munro and Derwing (1995), and Wennerstrom (1994) initiated a modern
era of primary empirical research to inform the work of ESL pronunciation teaching, an
era constituting the field’s contemporary ‘fourth wave.’

The Fourth Wave: Emergence of Empirical Research (mid-1990s – present)
A contemporary theme offered as a way of closing this review reflects recent
empirical research being used to inform the teaching of ESL pronunciation. It took well
over a century for the Reform Movement to culminate in the growing number of fourth
wave empirical researchers who are now investigating topics in three macro-level areas
of focus: 1) what features of ESL phonology are necessary to teach; 2) how to effectively
teach them, and 3) what teachers and students believe and know about pronunciation
instruction. Though there is insufficient space to do justice to all that has been published
since the mid-1990s, a few representative examples are provided below. The studies are
categorized according to macro-level themes that relate most closely to one of the three
topic areas posed above. The majority of the studies listed under the table’s first two
macro-level themes represent experimental or quasi-experimental investigations that are
at least partially connected to the teaching of ESL pronunciation. In addition, a number
of researchers have recently begun to explore some of the dynamic connections which
exist between teachers’ and students’ beliefs and actual (or reported) classroom practices.
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This most recent research agenda is represented in the table’s final section, focusing on
teachers’ cognition (knowledge and beliefs) and learners’ perception about pronunciation
instruction. Considered collectively, the three sections constitute the heart of the fourth
wave of pronunciation teaching and illustrate several research agendas for the future.

Empirical Research that Supports ESL Pronunciation Teaching
(ESL Pronunciation Teaching’s Fourth Wave)
Theme
Empirical Studies (Examples)
Macro-level Theme A: Exploring what to teach in English pronunciation
Theme 1:
• Field (2005)
• Effects of segmentals and
• Hahn (2004)
suprasegmentals on the intelligibility/
• Llurda (2000)
comprehensibility of L2 speech and
• Munro & Derwing (1995, 1998)
implications for teaching ESL
• Trofimovich & Baker (2006)
• Zielinski (2008)
Theme 2:
• Bent & Bradlow (2003)
• Effects of sociocultural factors on the
• Deterding (2005)
intelligibility/ comprehensibility of L2 • Deterding & Kirkpatrick (2006)
speech and implications for teaching
• Kang (2012)
ESL
• Kennedy & Trofimovich (2008)
• Matsuura (2007)
• Munro, Derwing & Morton (2006)
• Trofimovich & Baker (2006)
Theme 3:
• Low (2006)
• Contrastive analyses of L1 and L2
• Pickering (2001, 2004)
English speakers’ production and
• Pickering, Hu, & Baker (2012)
implications for teaching ESL
• Setter (2006)
• Wennerstrom (1994)
Macro-level Theme B: Exploring how to teach pronunciation effectively
Theme 1:
• Derwing, Munro & Wiebe (1998)
• Establishing priorities in pronunciation • Jenkins (2000)
instruction
• Murphy (2014)
• Munro & Derwing (2006)
• Saito (2011)
Theme 2:
• Couper (2003, 2006, 2011)
• Impact of instruction and/or feedback
• Derwing, Munro & Wiebe (1997)
on learner intelligibility and/or
• Dlaska & Krekeler (2013)
phonological improvement
• Levis & Pickering (2004)
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•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Lord (2008)
Macdonald, Yule & Powers (1994)
Saito (2007)
Saito & Lyster (2012a)
Tanner & Landon (2009)
Trofimovich, Lightbown, Halter & Song
(2009)
Trofimovich & Gatbonton (2006)
Osburne (2003)

Theme 3:
• Pronunciation strategies for successful
oral communication
Macro-level Theme C: Teachers’ cognitions (beliefs & knowledge) and learners’
perspectives on pronunciation instruction
Theme 1:
• Kang (2010)
• Learners’ preferences regarding
• Scales, Wennerstrom, Richard & Wu
pronunciation instruction, feedback
(2006)
and accents
Theme 2:
• Kennedy & Trofimovich (2010)
• Learners’ language awareness, aural
• Saito (2013)
comprehension skills and improved
pronunciation
Theme 3:
• Baker (2011a, 2011b, 2014)
• Teachers’ beliefs and knowledge about • Foote, Holtby, & Derwing (2011)
pronunciation instruction
• Jenkins (2005)
• Macdonald (2002)
• Saito & Lyster (2012b)
• Sifakis & Sougari (2005)

Finally, if we may speculate on the future of ESL pronunciation teaching there is every
reason to feel optimistic. We sense a momentum building in anticipation of a fifth wave
of innovations likely to appear in the coming decade. Some of this anticipated wave’s
defining characteristics are likely to include:
•

promotion of the Wave 1 maxim that we can and should be teaching
pronunciation;

•

refinement of Wave 2’s focus on knowledge about phonology (e.g., functional
load, intelligibility thresholds, lingua franca core);
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•

expansion of Wave 3's attention to “pedagogical content knowledge” (Baker,
2014, p. 143);

•

a new focus on documenting pronunciation classroom teachers’ “personal
practical knowledge” (Golombek, 1998, p. 452);

•

continued integration of the first three waves;

•

expansion of Wave 4's empirical research base to support instructional
innovations.

Beyond continuing impacts of the first four waves, we anticipate the infusion within
pronunciation teaching of several core themes currently driving theory, research, and
practices of second language teacher development (SLTD). These themes include
explorations of science/research, values/beliefs, and art/craft (i.e., apprenticeship)
conceptions of L2 teaching (see Freeman and Richards, 1993) along with what Johnson
(2006) terms a “sociocultural turn” in research and practices in the professional
development of L2 teachers (p. 235). In sum, the coalescence of these general SLTD
themes along with an eventual infusion of Wave 4’s empirical research findings in
materials development, teacher training, and teachers’ actual classroom practices will
serve to constitute pronunciation teaching’s next (5th) wave.
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